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Teachers' Use of Potentially Reinforcing Behavinrs
Student's' Task.,,OrientedBehavio

%
. N .

. /

One of thenajOrproblems facing Classroom teachers is_howi o ain/and main-,

J.

3

tO.n their students' involvement in learning tasks. '1'heoriSts and' researchers,
N .

',/
alike,:have advocated the use of reinforcement as one means Of increas ng the

.//-

2"/ amount and. degree ok student.involvement in learning. These advocated Sug gest
. . ,

#.

'

.

;1.1a control`of student behavior can'be achie'ved.through the teacher's provisibn .

t

(or withholding) of reinforcers fo4oWing the appearance of desirable (or undesir-

.able) behaviors on the part of ,the studeAt. Several studies (Becker let al., 1967;

'Madgen et al., 1968;'O'Leary and Drahman; 1971)-ylave supported this position.

s.
-Three'characteristics of these stuaie/s-.ne especially noteworthy First,,the

//
reinforcers used in the studies ranged from teacher praO.Se to material in4entives

to tokens.. Second, the studies were carefully-coAtrolled
t

experipental laboratory
.

/..

0

dies usually involving asingl. teacher and a small number of 1"target pupils.

Third, the d pendent yariable'was Most frequently disruptive behaviors./
. A

/

'The-typi gal classroom stands in contrast to the setting.in which theSex-
......'g

perimental Studies were coriductea. Mb ;)f the reinforcers Used by-teachers are
/

...,
/ .

, n the form of xeillfoicing behaviors ( .g., smiles, praise, "pats on the bac
/

/. I f ,-
rather thah tokens or material,incenti es. More impor_antly,teachers ofte are

, ,i .
.

.

/ //I
unaware of individual student beha . 'Rather, teachers "behave" tower. .an en-

. it, /I

'

),

tire class.of fearners.
. 1

. e1 .

.

Even when reinforrine behaViors are.directed toward partiCular students, other

* .. ! ..
° ,

/

students in,the cliss are often aware of, the reinforcers being prOvid ., is Dun-

I.

/
t .

t

,
.

/ .
/

,-,..4 kin andBiddle-.(1974) write, "pupigiare more. likely to witness.clasS om rein-
/

.
, a 0 li I

forcement than they are to expei-ience fi,ogersonally (p..166). Band ra (1969) ,\. ,/

.; ' s t.., .\
or

t.

r V
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has used the phrase"vicariolis reinforcement" to refer to the effect on the behav-
'....)

4 ,.. ,

for oPb the observer of observing reinforcers being given to others. Consequently,
,._

the behaviors emitted by the teacher, which have traditionally been viewed as

haying some reinforcement value, can best be described as "potentially reinforcing

behaviors."
..) t.... ,

In light cif,;ttide above discussion, the present study focuses on two major.

. . . .

quest ions. .First, how frequently are potentially reinforcing behaviors emitted.
/

.

.

-

. , _ . .
. . A

by teachers innaturally occurring classrooms?' Second, what is the relationship
//. ... ..

'between the display of potentially reinforcing behaviors byNthe teacher and the .
0-

task-orientation of the randomly selected gtudents in the classrooms?

Sample .

The sample.consisted of middle. school age students in font classrooms attend-
?,

Method

ing a summer school prograd in an urbanschool. The'cljoes were selected on the

VaSig of the recommendations of the building princl1pal and the willingness of
I

the;

. ,,
teachers to be observed. Approximatel fifteen students were in each_ classroom.

o

Approximately one-third of the students were black; two-thirds Wert

e

imately half o£ the students were' boys and half were'iiTis. Twelve
0

each of the four classes were chosen to be observed on the basis of the studentS0

.

white. Approx.-

students in

K

visibility to the observer. One'teacher was In chargeof each classroom. All

(4
fout teachers were white females

I

Procedare,

°

46

Students and teachers Mere observe d for fiVe class periods 41ver a the week

period. Two observers Were present in the classrooms.. The same two obsgtverg

t;- -
f

were Used for the entire stutly. The first observer watphed the teanhers' tats_,
o

physical and verbal behaviors every ten secondg.and Coded the behavior; within
. ,

,

/

, 7.

*r
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N

to '
f each category as being_oositive (e.g.', smile, pat on the back, or praise),

' negative (e,g., frown, grasping the student by the shouldersor criticism), or

neutral. 'The categories are more fully described in Table 1,

Ifisert Table 1 About Here

The second observer watched each student in-th-(room for ten seconds and

coded fhe behavior as being task - oriented. or non-taskroriented. Three

.. ,, .

categories of task-oriepted behaviors Were used: "attention," "work,."
1

,

/

ankjother." "Attentionh was -coded if the student, was displaying eyes on"
-..

-
40

behavior: "Work"was coded if the student was writing or reciting.. "Other"

was coded if the student was working with other students or the teacher on

. /
assignments or problems. The students were obserlTd in a random order with,

every student b4ing "re-obterved" every two minutes. The randot,observations

of students helped to insure that the teacher'behaViors were, in fact,
/

/1 potentially reinforci$ .behaviors .
'

Observer agreement with respect to both of%the observation instrmnens wast

.

obtained prior to the stup using a'device suggested by McQueen (1975). Both

'
/ - .

observers used,the observation instrumen s in several classrooms ofa comparable

nature to the classrooms used in, the st dy. The

o

student behairioral observation instrument was-93

4
behavioral observation instrument, the observer agreement was 80 per cent.

obserVer agreement for'. the

per cent. For the teacher

The observation scheme allowed for' the'coordination of the two sets of

a .

observations. Every
,

ten seconds the, teacher behavior was coded as positive,'

,

negative and neutral in the three areas (facial, physical and verbal) and
.

a student's behavior was coded atiskIrelevant or non -task relevant, Through .

this coordination of observations, 1.1e.relationship between teachei behaviors

and,the, behaviors of randomly selected students could be examined.

tt
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"Results -

The first question concerned the frequency/of-potentially reinforcing behavv

iors in natqially occurring classrooms.- Positi\....,ve.teacher behaviors of any kind

(e.g., physical., verbal or facial) occurred approximately six per cent of the time
,....

S

44'

'2.... t

... ,
, . , - , ;

on
/

the average., Teacher'l
.
exhibited positive behaviors approxiTately two pert cent'

-

, e

1 ...
. ,

of the time; Teacher 27, appAi7amately-three per cent of the tideTeacher 3,'Abprox-
. .

.
. ,

imately eighteen per cent of the time; (and 4', appToximately fodr per cent
. .,

, n

of the time. Negative teacher behaviors occurred approximately two per cent, of the

A 1,
time on the average. Thus an overwhelming percentage of. teacher behaViors were

_
.

"neutral in nature: These findings are quite similartto those ofother classroom

observational studies (Altman, 1970; Dahloff and Lundgren, 1970; Tisher., 1§70;'

N.

Randhawa, 1977; Hillman and Davenport; 1977).

. .

The second-quest* concerned the relationship between teachers' use of poten-
.

tially reinforcing behaviors and student task-Oriented behavior. Despite the in-

frequency ofkteacher potgntially reinforcing behaviors in the classroom, it was

eN

.... .,
decided to investigate the second question Although realizing the small, frequencies

'l'o .

. 1

of potentially reinforcing behaviors made obtaining a significant result, erf
. 1..; !. . o

i I :-'
, . .

difficult. ,The data were analyzed separately
°

for each teacher. Contingency,

...
tables displayIng the'datm Pertaining to this question are prasetted in Tables 2

through 5..

z

.

a- $ ,

Asireadily.can be seen, none f the Chi-square statistics computed for any of

Insert ables 2 Through 5 About Here

4

the contingency table s were significant. Thus, there was no relationship between

-

teachers' use of potentially reinforcing behaviors and student task-oriented .
0

-

behavior in tile, present-study.
.

-
.

r -
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The invesiigation of the first questioA indicated that one of the teachers

.., . .,
spent considerably more of. her time involved in positive behayiors. eased on ,,

. ...!
.

.

..

&this observation, a decision was made to investigate the significanceof,these
a-k-

difference s in'positive teacher behaviors. The design for. this investigation

'`, , ,
:

was condeptualizeas a two-way (teacher x occasion) fixed effectmdel with-one
... . -

.
-

results
. .,

observation per cell. The peraining to the investigation are presented
- .

ok

.

: :It-Tables 6 and 7. ,s

1
.

._.

)
;

,

-, - - - .0.../
. . .,

Insert Tables 6 and 7 About Here
% 1 )

4

IV %
o

i e /

- Table ¢ pr'esents the'number of positive teacher behaviors for .each 'teacher on

.

N
% , each of thefive occasions% In addition, Table 6 presents the mewls and standard

--,

4- ?

deviations of thenuniber of positive 'tdacher behaViors for each teacher .across all
, .. .

. , .

occasions and for each occasion across all'teachers.
Fis

. .

Table 7 presefits the results of the analysis ofvariance procedures that q.
: .

,

N
. .

differences.'
-

were used to test the significance of the differences. .A. can be seen, there is
1 4.it . ,

a significant teacher effect (F = 23.8, IS 440p1), Subsequent Tukey comparisons

-t-'

indicated that Teacher 3 exhibited significantly mode positiye behaviors thaw

Teachers 1, 2 and 4. There werena other significant differences between any of
...-,

the remaining teacher pairs.
'.

.

On the basis of this finding, a; decision was made to examine whether Teacher

3's students -also exhibited significantly more task - oriented behavidrsthan the'

students in the other classes., The results 'pertainingto this investigation are

presented in Tables 8 and 9.

Insert Tables 8 and 9sAbout Here

Take 8- presents the per cent of student behaviors that were non -task-

,

%.

r

11.



t . a

oriented in eadh_tlassroom on each of the five occaOlona.: In addition, Table 8 .

presents the means and standard deviations of the udent non-gtask-behaviors for

each teacher across all occasions and for. each ocdb ion across all teachefa.

.
._ -

proceduresTable 9'presents the tilts of.the analysis of variance rocedures that were
,

. . .. . .

`, used to test the significance,of thedifferences. Significant differe ces athong

teachers in the per'cent of time their students.wereengaged in task -r levant

behaviors were found,(F = 8.7, p .057 were fOund. Subsequent Tukey comparisons
% . .

. . .

indicated that Teacher 3's students were on
N
tast s4gnificantly more than Teacher 1

. 4

and Teacher 4's students, but nbt Teacher 2's students.

Irfsummary, results presented in.Tables 6 thrOugh*9 suggest that Teacher 3,
....

.. y
in comparison with Teadhers 1 and 4, exhibits more positive behaviors andhaS

-....--...,

. . . .

students who spent a..greater percentage of their time engaged in task-oriented
..,

.

''
,

behaviors.

4 Conciusions and Implications 44,0i .

Twb major conclusions fol low directly frot the research. First, teachers.,. .
A

exhibit pqpitive and negative behaviors very infrequently in,classroOms.
4

The

. .

vast-majority of teacher behaviors,in classrooms can'be termed "unemotional". If

. .

the resultsof laboratory experimental studies actuallyllold in the classroom,
. .

.

. . -
. .

,one of,the problems fading teacher educators is to get teachers to use reinford
.,,

: . v
.... ing behaviors in the-classroom.

.\. .
,

Second', teachers' use of potentially reinforcing behaviors was found to be

unrelated to student task-orientated behaviors. That is, students exhibited

approximately the same number
4

of task-oriented behaviors when teachers were
-, .

exilibiting positive behaviors as when they were not One of the reasons fgr
.

.
.

the lack of significant relationship pay have been the small number of such

teacher behaviors. Another reason, however, may have to do with the relation-
-

p.

-^" t



,. - . . 1,, .

ship of reinforcing behaviors to the total teaching style of the teacher. Per-.

haps, the effectiveness of potentially reinforcing behaviors is Ilipt a ','within_

,

teacher" phenoiftenon. That is, teachers should'not expect mdre task-oriehtgd

behavior Alftnkthey exhibit reinforcing' behaviors than when they do not exhibit

those behaviors.° Rather, the effectiveness of potentially reinforcing behaviors

phenomenon.
.

is an "across feachdr" phenomenon. That is, teachers who incorporate rein-
..

.

.
.

....

forcing behaviors as a part of their Itotal teaching style may expect to have

more student task-oriented behaviots than teachers who do not incorporate these'
,

behaviors.

. .

Further investigations
1

are needed to investigate this.tentative conclusion.

..--,.....___...7

If further studies are supportive,-440..implications for teacher education are
' ,It

. 4.0.t
-

,f
*-1 . . 1

P -..k
clear. :leacher training programs should work toward develdping te.. achers with a

. .

. 0. . ,A
cluster of related teaching skills and behaviors, emphasizing the integration

- ft.
1.

of the skills. Tea cher training prograds should not-work toward the development

'of.hundreds 9f separatecompetencies which may, or may not, have a great'deal of

relationship to one other.

4

(e.

b

f
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Table 1

'

:

Categories of Teacher' Verbal, Facial and Physical Behatiors

DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES

,

.

VERBAL -

.

.

, . .
.

c.,

/
.

positive,

negative.

.

neutral

.

.

.

,1,.

.

-

A

,

.

-
,

The teacher makes' a positive state-
ment tii'a studept or students re-
arding academic or social behaviors.pq.,

, . .

The teacher talces1 negative state-
ment t-o,a student or students re-
garding academic or social behaviors. .

The teacher makes a neutral itate7
mend to a student or students' .

regarding-academic or social-behaviors.
.

%

-

Good, fihe '

.

i

Stop-that! That's .

not Correct!

Time to start lgnguage,
heie are your test papers.

- . .
r .

FACIAL
.

4 ,

r
. ,. t 1

positive

negative.

neutral.

.

. .

-

M
.

.

.
Smiles . '

.

.

,

Frowns . . .

.

.

..

i ,

...

. .
1

. .,

. A '

.

No discernible facial expression.
' .

..

PHYSICAL

I
pasitifve

.

negative

.

neutral
, \

' ''''..'" ....,..

i

.

-

/

.

.

t

- ,

-

.

.

,

.

0
.

In close proximity to.a student or
students the teacher engages in a
motor behavior.which was helpful or
positiVe. .

...
,

In close proxiMity"p a student or 4
.

students the teacher engaged in a
motor behavior which was. unpleasant ,

or,negative. .
-4..

.
.

.

,.

In close proximity to: a student or
(students, the teacher engages 4n a .

Imotoe,gctivity which was neither,: -

positiVe nor negative.
...... .la .

.

'

Paton back, helping .

studen4find correct
.

page. .
.

.

,
.

.
.

Forcefully grasping
student by'shoulders,
forcefully takifig,,.
book fram.student.

Passing out papers,
writing on board,

.

walking around ;room.'

,. 40

.

the-caee of 'verbal behaviors, the tone7of voice usually helped differen
tiate positive, negative, and neutral statements. In the Case of physiCai.

Q1Avkors any physical movement which did not Inkrolve the students directly.
Was not recorded. .Such activities would include swinging ones leg while

.seaf4id:or.-correcting papers at Ones desk.

.1 or
a
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Table 2

Two -way,. contingency table for type of teach

behavior and type of student behavior

(Teacher 1)

O.

Teacher neutral Teacher positive Teacher negative

Student on -task
behaviors

Student off-task
behaviors

0

447

119

10

.chi e- 1, df = 2; p .05

,

-

A

a

1.

0

00

..,. . JP
o

a

:

0

tl

Y

O
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..

,
.

dr.

s.

?

Two-way*dontIngeney 'table for typeof teache'r

I

behavior and type of4student:behavior

/ (Teacher 2)
.

O

Teacher neutral 'Teacher positive Teacher negatiye
behavioys. behaviors behavior's-

o -

Student on-task
behaviors A

- Student 6ff-task
behaviors

463 3 :

104

13

chi
2

1, df = 2 p > .05

O ,

a

,

1

S

1
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V

Table 4
1.,

Two-way.pontingency table for type of teacher,

behaviorandIntype of student behavior

(reactler 3)

.Teacherneutral Teacher positiVe :Teacher negative
behaviors' behaviors behaviors,

Student on-task
behaviors

Student off-task
-behaVibrs

452

25

100

5

wax
4

.1

chit 4f., 1, df = 2, p > .05

A;

as'

O
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Table 5

Two -way contifigencytable" for'type of teacher
, .

'behavior and type of student behavior

(Teacher 4) t.

4

(
Teacher.neutral' Teacher positive Teacher negative'-

behaviors 'behaviors behaviors

Student on-task,
/ behaviors

tudent.off-task
behaviors

353 15 5

190 9 6

0

' 4 chi24 1., df, ;7-- .2, p f.05

6 ' - /

4.

'
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Table 6.

Number of Teachers Behaviors That Were Positive Behaviors

I

Across Teachers and Occasions

1

.7 t

ft

a

.../
TChtg. 1

, - I,
Tchr.

J
2 Tchr. 4 5,, can

Lii
S. D.

Occ. 1

Occ. 2

Occ. 3

0cc. 4

0cc. 5

2

Q

3

3

4

.

0

.

3

.
0

0

0

15

,
22

13

24

31

"`'

5

3

1

,1,,,

6.5

7.5

4.8

8.2

.
of 9.0 ,

6.8

9.9

5.7

10.8

14.8

4

Mean 2.4 0.6
0

. 21.0 4,8

/ .
,

. .. .

.

0,

'S. D. 1.5

.

1.3 7.2',.

.

3..0

r

16

r

%

Cr
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ti

Table 7
,

analysis of... vgianca,_.t.ea Cher x ocrcasioa :with
.

_
3iff.. .

-teacher use of positive behaviors

as the dependent'4rfahle,i

',Source df F Significant level, ,
I'

.Teacher CT)

Ochsion (0)

437-7 23.8 .001

4 10.9 c 1 ns

0

1

ti

.7
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4- .. 'Per Cent of Student ime OffTask Across

I

'p

Teachers and Octasious'
g

,

, .

- ,
P .. .

Tchrl1.

.

Tcr. 2

i

Tcr. 3 Tcr: 4 Meah
,

S. D.

1

Oec. 1

0cc. 2

Occ. 3t .

0cc. 4

Occ: 5.
.

.

4

35

29.

20

17

16

N

-.

. .

30'

5

16

13

26
, 1
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Table
zi.AV , Awn

Two-way analysis of variance (teacher-X occasion) with

student time oif-ttesk as the dependent variable'

wog

Source
,

df
17

MS V -value Significan6e Level

Teachesr (T) 3 825.1 8.71 :.05

Occasion (0) 4 43.6 4.1 ; ns

T x 0 12 94.7
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